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WHETHER YOU’RE 
AN ACCIDENTAL, 

EXPERIENCED OR 
ASPIRATIONAL PROJECT 
PROFESSIONAL, THERE 

ARE MANY WAYS TO 
BRIDGE HOLES IN YOUR 

KNOWLEDGE.
WORDS NATE COCHRANE

! COVER STORY EDUCATION & TRAINING

K ylie O’Leary relates a story of 
how she stumbled into project 
management that resonates with 
many project professionals. Her 
career path started as a casual on 

an IT help desk while studying for a bachelor of 
social sciences. “I realised I was heading in the 
wrong direction with my studies so I took the  
help desk role a bit further with some IT courses, 
and before I knew it was a project o"cer,” 
O’Leary says. 

A#er a few years training project managers 
and consulting, O’Leary recognised gaps in her 
own understanding. “I was starting to sound 
like a textbook so I went into the industry to 

get my hands dirty and to do serious project 
management work.”

She says this meant once again leaning into her 
discomfort, jumping from IT into building and 
construction where she now manages project risk.

“I had a solid understanding of project 
management principles and PMBoK [Project 
Management Body of Knowledge Guide] but not 
having [industry] technical knowledge was a 
struggle.”

Hearing this, project professionals might 
re$ect on their own career progression possibly 
pockmarked with knowledge gaps. This may 
be a lack of formal training when coming 
from another %eld or a missing piece bridging 

Cutting-edge visualisation and 
interaction technologies at Mines 
Rescue enables advanced training  

for emergency situations.
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academic understanding and professional 
competence. In answer, the Australian Institute 
of Project Management and training providers 
are straightening career pathways to produce the 
next generation of conscious project managers.

O’Leary, who has a project management 
diploma and Certi%cate IVs in training and web 
development, is back studying a Masters of Global 
Project Management at Torrens University. 

“I’m feeling far more con%dent,” she says. “A 
lot of people %nd themselves accidental project 
managers—they have a technical skill somewhere 
else. That’s where the Torrens course is good 
because most of the cohorts are project managers 
and they all have practical experience. just 
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exploring what you already know.”
She also acknowledges technical skills gaps in 

construction and in so! skills such as storytelling, for 
which she wants to sign up to Toastmasters.

“And I de"nitely want to do a RegPM,” she says.
Torrens University Program Director and Assistant 

Professor Nick Hadjinicolaou, who spent 28 years 
in project and program management, says even 
experienced project managers go back to school 
because their lack of formal quali"cations crimps 
their job prospects. 

“[Some] students have managed projects for a 
long time but what they haven’t been exposed to 
is the formal frameworks and making sure we’re 
covering tools like the risk and issue register,” 
Hadjinicolaou says. “[We explore] how we start 
projects in terms of using a project chart, making 
sure there’s a business case, what it means to have 
stage gates, how a lessons-learned report feeds into 
the next project, phase or stage.”

GET THE SOFT TOUCH
Beyond the ‘iron triangle’ of scope, cost and time, 
Hadjinicolaou says the fastest-growing area of 
project management training is in so! skills.

“We have to understand who are the stakeholders 
and which ones are important before the project is 
approved, during the project and how to manage 
the stakeholders post-implementation.

“Once [students] are exposed to that, the penny 
drops and they say: if only I knew this 10 years ago 
my life would have been a lot easier and there are 
projects we never would have started. We can see 
now why this project failed.”

Hadjinicolaou teams project management 
with disciplines in business management to 
deliver leadership training and other so! skills 
in demand with aspirational PMs. “We’re seeing 
a lot more literature around change and bene"ts 
management. And we cover how to run meetings 
and presentation skills.”

Transformed Founder and Managing Director 
Michael Young says well-rounded project 
professionals with practical skills outside of 
methodologies are more likely to succeed.

“Our project management standards are largely 
technical in nature but we’re seeing around the 
world a trend towards including a lot of those so! 
skills in the standards,” says Young, who is AIPM 
chair of the Knowledge Research Council and 
writing its senior project management competency 
standard. 

“What we’re "nalising—and will soon be 
releasing—is a certi"cation for senior project 
managers. It’s more focused on interpersonal and 
behavioural skills, dealing with leadership and even 

things like ethics. People tend to think you can’t 
really test for ethics, but it gives an understanding 
of what constitutes a con#ict of interest or how to 
deal with sensitive information.”

Project managers also need to build their 
con"dence and speak truth back to power, says 
Young. “Inexperienced project managers will be 
bullied into an unrealistic deadline—they either 
just agree to it or don’t disagree with it. You 
need to be assertive, clearly communicate risk in 
certain decisions… turn around and have a di$cult 
conversation” with the client or sponsor, he says.

Some project managers may even bene"t by 
hitting the boards, learning to present or cross-
training in other disciplines if it brings them out of 
their shell: “People aren’t doing that; I think they 
should be”. 

“The issue I see with project management is 
that PMBoK and PRINCE2 are focused on technical 
aspects but the key element is the ability to deal 
with people because they’re not robots.”

“A lot of project managers might be great at 
delivering a project on scope and on budget but 
things like stakeholder engagement management is 
a big gap.” 

Young says even senior project professionals 
will bene"t from being more re#ective and less 
dictatorial: “Think about what worked but also how 
you managed a project and dealt with individuals.”

“Emotional intelligence is a key factor, 
particularly when you’re dealing with high-risk or 
critical projects that tend to evolve and change. 

“You don’t need to play politics but you need to 
be politically astute. When you’re playing with the 
big boys and on higher-pro"le projects—especially 
government projects with ministers, the public and 
lobby groups—you need to be aware of what is going 
on beneath the surface.”

He recommends aspirational project 
professionals consider a Masters of Business 
Administration or Project Management to extend 
their understanding. Recent changes to how 
the association endorses course providers have 
also raised the bar, he says. “It’s an onerous and 
rigorous process, so that’s the place for people to 
start to look at the course register.”

Professor Lawrence Pratchett, Business and 
Government Dean at University of Canberra, says 
the internal life of a PM is a focus of the project 
management courses o%ered at the institution. 

“We need students to understand projects as 
more than simply methodologies—they are a 
way to understand the world in a di%erent way, 
constructing a di%erent reality,” Professor Pratchett 
says. “Project management has been so hung up 
on methodology that it misses the deliverables that 
may change over the course of a project.”

The University of Canberra o%ers a project 
management Masters and units as part of 
undergraduate and post-graduate degrees. By late 
next year, it will o%er an online bachelor of business 
that will include project management units.

The units teach how project management di%ers 
across industries. For instance, while an events Im
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1  Traditional education 
institutions like the Univeristy 
of Canberra are increasingly 
looking towards supplementing 
the teaching of theory with 
soft skills. 
2  Immersive Mines Rescue 

simulators ensure all new 
starters are quickly and 
sufficiently trained.  

A lot of project managers might  
be great at delivering a project but 

things like stakeholder engagement 
management is a big gap.” 

– Michael Young, Transformed

2
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GETTING 
RECOGNISED

AIPM-certified Project 
Manager and Project 
Director Ben Greig 
shares his advice on 
gaining the certification 
you already deserve.

Recognition of 
prior learning is an 
educational pathway 
for nationally backed 
qualifications. This 
formal skill recognition 
acknowledges a 
worker’s experience 
without putting an 
undue compliance 
burden on them or their 
employer in terms of 
time and costs.
The Federal 
Government’s website 
www.training.gov.au  
is a good place to start 
when considering your 
organisation’s need for 
skills. Using accepted 
frameworks, staff see an 
immediate benefit from 
recognition of their skills 
contributing to lower-
level certificates II, III 
and IV all the way up to 
an Advanced Diploma 
in some cases. For the 
business, the benefit 
lies in meeting staff 
training requirements 
in recognised 
competencies—often far 
cheaper than running 
a bespoke course that 
may not be recognised 
elsewhere. And staff 
can undertake training 
during the course of a 
project with formal  
in-class learning or 
online in self-paced 
modules that adapt 
to their needs and 
availability.

manager focuses on delivering all the pieces of the 
puzzle on a set date, a construction manager o!en 
focuses on e"cient resource use, says Pratchett.

Central to students’ success is how they manage 
relationships that cut across disciplines, functions 
and stakeholders. “We get them to think about how 
the di#erent interactions and partnerships work to 
deliver speci$c projects,” he says.

VIRTUAL REALITY ON THE JOB 
As a developer of the closest thing to a Star Trek 
holodeck you’re likely to experience, Matthew 
Farrelly has possibly the most fun yet critical job in 
training. The Virtual Reality Technical Manager of 
Mines Rescue at Coal Services deploys cutting-edge 
visualisation and interaction technologies to ensure 
coal workers learn safe, instinctual responses to life-
threatening situations.

“We do a lot reenactment because it gives us a 
point of reference and hard evidence that a risk can 
occur and it’s not being made up,” Farrelly says. 
“We can run through scenarios and then roll back in 
time to see the fork in the road and say here are the 
indicators and what we’re going to train you on.”

Mines Rescue, a registered training organisation, 
deploys three simulator types at its locations in 
Newcastle, Wollongong, Lithgow and Singleton that 
serve 12,000-15,000 trainees a year. Its encompassing, 
360-degree theatre projects stereoscopic images on to 
walls four metres high to create a totally immersive 
experience for a handful of trainees at a time. Visuals 
track and move around the screens as trainees 

explore the virtual environment.
A trainer controls the experience with the 

handheld Rugged Operating Console (ROCk) while 
trainees interact with the simulation and each other 
using real equipment such as $re extinguishers. Even 
gas exhaust and ventilation are simulated using 
anemometer apps on trainees’ iPod touches. 

For larger classes, Mines Rescue has Imax 
auditoriums at each centre. And in a cut-down 
version of the 360-degree theatre, up to three 
trainees at a time enter one of 12 four-metre diameter 
hemispherical domes.

Farrelly says a tangible bene$t of the simulators is 
the speed with which workers are made $t for work. 
All new starters, including contractors, are inducted 
through the simulators while those returning from 
rehabilitation confront any fears or uncertainties 
virtually, before they take a hoist down to the mine.

Mines Rescue Regulation and Compliance 
General Manager Paul Healey says safety is 
enhanced by using di#erent teaching methods.

“We’re not relying on one mode of education 
to embed that competence into the trainee—it’s 
embedding of the behaviour that’s important,” he 
says. “When people go back to work it’s important 
their reactions are predictable and safe.”

The simulators are also a good tool for 
stakeholder management, for example in public 
meetings and for environmental impact statements.

Mines Rescue is investigating technologies such 
as wearable devices to enhance the immersive 
experience in the simulators.
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3  Students must 
master relationship 
management 
early on to 
succeed in project 
management.
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ENDORSED 
COURSES

AIPM has recently 
relaunched the endorsed 
course program, which 
identifies project 
management courses 
recommended by industry 
experts. For more 
information, visit  
www.aipm.com.au.

WANT MORE?
Massive open online 
courses (MOOCs) are an 
alternative for those who 
can’t attend classes or 
are thrust into a project 
management role.  
O For more information 
visit: Stanford University 
at Class Central  
www.class-central.com/
university/stanford
OMOOC List  
www.mooc-list.com
O Educause  
www.educause.edu
OUniversity of California, 
Irvine’s Introduction to 
Project Management  
bit.ly/1r72fAS

MASTERS AND APPRENTICES
It has been two years since King & Wood Mallesons 
and the AIPM made history by implementing the 
!rst legal project management o"ce of its type in an 
Australian top-tier law !rm. A combination of a very 
successful experience with a multinational client 
on a complex, ongoing matter who wanted monthly 
!xed-price certainty about legal fees, and client 
discussions helped to spark the initiative. 

Today, it is commonplace for clients to want up-
front estimates and certainty on their legal spending.
The challenge was to adapt o#en-rigid project 
management principles to the legal profession’s 
culture, says Michelle Mahoney, who established 
legal project management at the international law 
!rm. Mahoney, who is Director of Legal Logistics, says 
project management can’t be too prescriptive; it has to 
be $exible and e%ective to gain lawyers’ acceptance. 

King & Wood Mallesons toyed with di%erent 
approaches before assembling their own 
‘smorgasbord’ methodology that leaned on the 
PMBOK framework. The internal shi# has been 
adapting the master-apprentice relationship of 
supervising partners moulding junior lawyers in their 
practice development, Mahoney says.

“The operating rhythm of matters has variability 
because each master [now] learned practice 
management skills from their master. The priorities 
and styles were o#en shaped by their clients, practice 
area and the preferences of previous and current 
masters,” Mahoney says. “If you worked for someone 
who was pressure-prompted in a very busy practice 
and le# everything to the last minute then that’s how 
you would learn to manage.” 

She says that legal project management 
acknowledges the individual working styles of 
partners and their lawyers, however wraps it in a 
framework to allow the !rm to integrate practice 
demands and client expectations.

Initially, the !rm called on eight senior associates 
in various practice areas to become the new project 
management masters to share the methodology to 
their colleagues. Joanne Gourley, the !rm’s Legal 
Project Manager and AIPM-Certi!ed Practicing 
Project Manager, trains and mentors many of the 
emerging lawyers.

“We are training younger lawyers now,” Gourley 
says. “My view is to get them young because they’re 
so adaptable. Many have come out of university with 
multiple degrees so project and time management is 
second nature for them.”

“A lot of them are looking for a framework that’s 
more formal so legal project management suits them 
better, early in their careers.”

Another reason for a $exible framework is that 
law—unlike building a bridge or o"ce block—has 
many possible outcomes at each stage, much outside 
the lawyer’s control. However, project management 
principles provide a $exible structure to mitigate 
uncertainty, acknowledging the concerns of clients 
and giving the !rm a clear competitive advantage.

“We teach our lawyers—depending on what 
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practice they’re in—they can provide detailed cost 
estimates end-to-end. In other practice areas, they 
provide detailed estimates by phase for the early 
work and then they will give a further estimate as 
the matter progresses when greater detail is known,” 
Gourley says.

Trevor Alex, AIPM National Director and Chair of 
Membership, says he is pleased that organisations 
such as KWM continue to recognise the importance 
and bene!ts of partnering with the association. 
It’s also pleasing to see KWM engage an AIPM 
RegPM certi!ed project manager to develop, train 
and deploy the project management processes and 
practices.

“KWM is able to apply behaviours and project 
management technical competencies within the 
context they’re working in, which is extremely 
important given the nature of their business,”  
Alex says.

“The culture of an organisation is that people 
are set in their ways. It’s the younger people, the 
graduates, who will start o% [in project management] 
and as they grow through the ranks their discipline 
will mature.”  

Many senior associates have 
better [project management] skills 
than their supervising partners so 
absolutely the apprentice could 
become the master.”
 – Michelle Mahoney, King and Wood Mallesons


